The changing role of the citizen in
conflict reporting

New technologies have facilitated the rise of citizen journalism, which
promises to dramatically change the role of citizens in conflict reporting
from consumers to producers and victims and witnesses to framers and
analysts. If this potential is realised, the implications of this new form of
journalism are significant, as they stand to challenge the government’s
traditional role as the dominant source and interpreter of conflicts. This
study examines the degree to which the citizen’s role has changed in conflict
reporting through a comparative analysis of the 2008 Mumbai attacks in
the New York Times, New Zealand Herald, London Times and the Times
of India. The study finds that the rise of event-driven conflict news report-
ing offers a limited window of opportunity for non-governmental sources,
particularly at the beginning of the conflict, to influence media coverage.
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militant group, Lashkar-e-Taiba, became a media spectacle for the

world. The minute news broke, social networking sites like Twitter and
Facebook were flooded with a huge volume of messages, turning it into on-
the-ground intelligence for mainstream media (Busari, 2008). This included
live-blogging offering real-time eyewitness accounts with content originat-
ing from Amit Varma, Sonia Falerio, Rahul Bhatia, who were stranded close
to Taj Mahal—one of the hotels under siege (Busari, 2008; Mishra, 2008;
Amour, 2008). Vinukumar Rangathan, a journalist, also posted some of the
first photographs of the attacks on Flickr, a photo-sharing website (Mishra,
2008). International and Indian news organisations quickly featured these

l FOR four days in November 2008, attacks in Mumbai by the Islamic
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accounts and images in their news reports, making individuals like Varma
and Rangatham media personalities (Mishra, 2008).

The attacks were hailed not just for their military and political significance,
but also as a demonstration of the growing importance of citizens in news
reporting (Busari, 2008; Mishra, 2008; Amour, 2008; Stelter & Cohen, 2008;
Caufield & Karmali, 2008; Sreenivasan, 2008). While citizen journalism was
not new, the Mumbai attacks substantially raised the profile of this new craft.
Citizens were no longer just consuming the news but also producing it and
potentially even challenging the government’s dominant role as the major
source and interpreter of conflicts. This study attempts to assess the influence
of citizens as news sources and the degree to which event-driven news enables
the inclusion of more non-governmental sources in conflict reporting. Studying
the sources of news is important in understanding today’s rapidly changing and
diversifying news environment (Messner & Distaso, 2008, p. 449). Sources
that manage to get their positions across most prominently in the media are
most likely to influence perceptions and gain an advantage in potentially
affecting foreign policy processes and outcomes (Nacos, 1994, p. 16).

Citizen journalism: Rhetoric versus reality

Citizen journalism is defined as the role citizen play in collecting, report-
ing, analyzing and disseminating news and information (Bowman & Willis,
2003, p. 9). In recent years, the quantity and quality of citizen contributions
to news stories has moved beyond novelty, allegedly challenging the ways
in which journalists and audiences produce and consume news (Sambrook,
2005; Bruns, 2008). The proliferation of the internet, video recorders and
digital cameras enable citizens to supply eyewitness accounts that may be
difficult for journalists to capture during a conflict, and these contributions
become most critical when no journalists are present (Lyon & Ferrara, 2005,
p. 15). Matheson and Allan suggest that citizens are highly valued for their
vicarious, intimate and breaking-news accounts (2007, p. 12). One exam-
ple of a citizen blog that made an impact was Salam Pax’s Iraq war blog.
His personal, unfiltered accounts of the Iraq war attracted the attention of
not only the blogosphere but also the mainstream news media. To readers,
Salam Pax’s blog and others are more convincing because of their perceived
realness, easy intimacy and personal feel as compared to packaged, one-
size-fits-all reporting by mainstream news media (Matheson & Allan, 2007).
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Blogs and other forms of citizen journalism also often offer an alternative
perspective, opening up news coverage to multiple viewpoints (Bruns, 2008;
Bowman & Willis, 2003).

Despite this potential, however, many studies have also concluded that
citizen influence on mainstream news reporting is not particularly significant
(Haas, 2005; Safran, 2005; Ward, 2006; Stabe, 2006; Paulussen & Ugille,
2008; Hermida & Thurman, 2008). In general, these studies suggest that the
mainstream media’s use of citizen sources is limited and cautious. Haas sug-
gests that citizen-generated information in blogs, in particular, does not chal-
lenge the discourses of mainstream news media with alternative viewpoints
but may in fact mimic them (2005).

At a primary level, the mainstream media appears to use citizen sources
more for their firsthand accounts as victims and witnesses than for their opin-
ions and analysis (Cottle, 2000; Lyon & Ferrara, 2005; Skoler, 2005). Cottle’s
study (2000) on the citizen’s ability to define environmental risk in the media
reinforces the use of citizen sources as victims and witnesses. In his study, he
characterised the nature of news sources in two dimensions: ‘public-private’
and ‘analytic-experiential’. According to Cottle (2000, p.35, 37), a public
comment addresses the world of public affairs, collective concerns, or shared
circumstances, and a private comment addresses an individual’s own circum-
stances, familial world or personal relationships. Furthermore, a comment can
be characterised as analytic if advancing a rationally engaged point of view
and experiential if based on an experience or response that is often emotion-
ally charged. Cottle’s study found that over 80 percent of citizen voices were
experiential accounts and that citizens were routinely accessed by the media
to symbolically represent and embody lay experience as victims or witnesses.

While the internet offers greater avenues for source selection, the credibil-
ity of citizen-generated information remains a critical challenge for mainstream
media (Safran, 2005; Matheson & Allan, 2007; Matheson, 2008; Ward, 2006;
Stabe, 2006). Matheson and Allan (2009) argue that while eyewitness blog-
gers gain credibility in conflict reporting through their access, trust is still the
most critical factor for audiences. With an increase in information comes the
greater need to sort out story cues and meaning from raw, unfiltered informa-
tion. Keohane and Nye (1998) suggest that in this environment, power will
flow to the journalists, experts and story cue-givers that edit and make sense
of the volume of information. Among these interpreters, credibility is key.
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International terrorism
The Mumbai attacks represented to a particular type of conflict—internation-
al terrorism. The labeling of any group as ‘terrorist’ is, of course, politically
charged as authorities often call their rivals terrorists to legitimise their own
standing and cause. At a minimum, terrorism has the following characteris-
tics: a fundamentally political nature, the unexpected use of violence against
seemingly random targets, the targeting of civilians and an act perpetrated
by non-state actors (Cronin & Ludes, 2004, p. 4). According to Stohl (1988,
p. 3), terrorism is not simply violence. It includes violent acts intended to
influence a wider audience. How the audience reacts is as important as the
act itself. Post-September 11 terrorism is more directed by religious funda-
mentalism (Sandler, 1003, p. 784). Tiffen describes it as much more lethal
and borderless in its reach (2006, p. 103). Support is galvanised through
organised, interconnected networks using the expression of religious fanati-
cism, an ideology that is both abstract and unattainable. It makes use of the
potent capacity of the media to create the psychological fear of death on a
grand scale.

The role of the media is a fundamental aspect of terrorism. Graber (1980,
p- 229) describes that when there is a crisis such as a terrorist act, media cov-
erage goes through three stages. In the first, the media serves as the primary
information source. The media’s key roles are to describe what has happened.
Their top priority is to get accurate information, which relieves uncertainty
and calms people. In the second stage, media coverage focuses on making
sense of the situation. In the third and final stage, which overlaps with the first
two, the media make efforts to contextualise the crisis within a larger political
and temporal perspective.

Event-driven news

Event-driven news is the coverage of activities that, at their initial occur-
rence, are spontaneous, accidental and not managed by the government
within institutional settings (Lawrence, 1996; Bennett & Livingstone, 2003).
Event-driven news results from accidents, natural disasters or unanticipated
acts of violence. Event-driven news threatens the government’s ability to
have full control of the political environment. Lawrence (2000, p. 9) explains
that in such circumstances, the media serves as an informal screening mecha-
nism for the policy process, a key arena in which competition over problem
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definition is played out. According to Lawrence (1996), event-driven news
differs from the indexing of views associated with routine news. As journa-
lists seek to make sense of dramatic events, news routines may extend to
underutilised sources and marginalised perspectives, opening up new gates
for citizens and other voices with challenging ideas to enter the news.

Bennett, Lawrence and Livingstone (2006, p. 470) suggest that media
framing discretion is at its highest in the immediate aftermath of an event,
when dramatic imagery can challenge the news management skills of authori-
ties. For this to happen, certain conditions are necessary. The characteristic
of the event itself must offer the possibility of challenging framing. Journa-
lists must have marginalised discourse available to them through sources that
are actively advancing challenging ideas (Lawrence, 1996, p. 446). Often,
however, dramatic events are met by a unified official response, which trig-
gers an indexing norm and reigns in alternative frames introduced by jour-
nalists (Lawrence, 1996, p. 446). Event-driven news frames and especially
those in matters of high consequence are thus constrained by the deference
of mainstream news organizations to political power (Bennett et al., 2006,
p. 481). Bennett and Livingstone (2003, p. 375) found that event-driven stories
facilitated by technological advancements, as a result, contained substantial
government sourcing.

Methodology
To assess the changing role of citizens in mainstream conflict reporting, news
from The New York Times (NYT), The New Zealand Herald (NZH), London
Times (LT) and the Times of India (TOI) regarding the Mumbai attacks was
analysed from 27 November to 2 December, 2008. This six-day period was
chosen to cover the actual event and several days afterwards when the attacks
were still on the news agenda, but focus was on analyzing and contextuali-
sing the event. The four news organisations selected were all leading English-
language daily newspapers. The print media was chosen as its news reports
usually cover issues in greater depth, allowing potential citizen participation
in conflict to be reported more fully. The Mumbai case study was selected
because of the alleged significant use of citizen sources in news reporting.
The print newspaper articles were compiled through the online search engine
Dow Jones Factiva, which offered full text articles.

The unit of analysis was the source, defined as any person or entity
directly quoted or attributed as a source in the text of the news article
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(Li & Izard 2003, p. 209). Seven source categories were derived to reflect
source usage in the findings: citizens, government, experts, media, foreign,
non-governmental groups (NGOs) and the militants. These source categories
were developed with reference from Li and Izard (2003), Nacos (1994) and
Wigley and Fontenot (2009) source categories.

Citizen sources as defined by Berkowitz (1987) are individuals comment-
ing in their individual capacity who are not associated or represented with
any government entities, professional associations or media organisations.
As opposed to earlier studies that allocated only one category for citizens,
this study divided citizen sources into four sub-categories: Victims/families,
witnesses, voxpops and citizen-journalists. Voxpops and citizen-journalist
source categories were added to acknowledge the increasingly diversified use
of citizens in news stories. Victims/families refer to those directly impacted
by the incident either personally or through a family member. Witnesses are
those viewing or experiencing the event firsthand as it unfolds. An example
of a witness is:

By Sam, Peter Keep, a British entrepreneur, had counted at least 40
dead bodies at Bombay’s St George Hospital. ‘It’s not an experience that
will leave me soon,” he said.—The Times, London, 28 November 2008

Voxpops refer to those who have been quoted with opinions about the event
but who have not experienced the incident firsthand. An example of a vox-

pop is:

‘In 51 years, I have never seen this kind of thing,” said Dev B. Gohil,
a tailor and lifelong Mumbai resident. “We’re scared for ourselves and
for our families.’—New York Times, 29 November 2008

Citizen-journalist sources follow the definition of Wigley and Fontenot
(2009) in which citizens are sourced from new technology such as blogs,
social networking sites like Twitter, phone text messages or any other citizen
journalism ventures.

Government sources as defined by Berkowitz (1987) are local government
officials and spokespeople elected or apppointed to office in local, state or
federal government entities. Foreign sources consist of foreign government
officals and their military or police spokespeople. While both local and foreign
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government sources can be grouped together and be considered as the govern-
ment source, this study will analyse these sources separately as it provides a
more accurate perspective on the use of the sources.

The content analysis of news reports measured the frequency, direction
and timing of citizen sources. In terms of frequency, the analysis measured the
proportion of citizen source used in relation to government and other sources.
In terms of timing, the analysis sought to discover when citizen sources were
used during the crisis. To compare the use of sources throughout the Mumbai
incident including its immediate aftermath, the six-day period was divided
into three stages based on Graber’s description of the stages of media cover-
age during a crisis (1980). Based on an initial review, the first two days (27
to 28 November 2008) represented the beginning stage of the crisis. The next
two days (29 to 30 November 2008) represented the stage where the media
attempted to make sense of the situation. The final two days (1 to 2 December
2008) represented the stage where the media offered context.

In terms of direction, citizen comments in news reports were evaluated
based on their nature and frame type. Cottle’s (2000) earlier content analysis
categories were used to guide the nature analysis, based on the following
four categories: private-experiential (Pte/E), private-analytic (Pte/A), public-
experiential (Public/E) and public-analytic (Public/A). Li and Izard’s (2003)
study was used to guide the identification of six news coverage frame types:
political, economy, disaster, human-interest, safety and criminal activities. An
additional frame of citizen journalism was also added to this list. To check for
intercoder reliability, 21 articles were randomly selected, making up about 10
percent of the sample of 213 articles for a trained coder unfamiliar with this
study to review. The intercoder reliability test produced a coefficient of .86,
which exceeded .70, the minimum requirement for reliability.

Findings

The findings from this study revealed that citizens were the most frequently
used source type. Of the 1,408 sources identified in 213 news articles from all
four newspapers, citizen sources led at 33 percent, followed by government
sources (29 percent), foreign sources (14 percent) and non-governmental
groups (12 percent). Table 1 outlines the use of different source types by
newspaper and in aggregate in percentiles. Results demonstrate that citizens
were used more heavily in the first few days of the crisis while government
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Citizens Govt Experts Media Foreign | Militants | NGOs
NYT 28.94* 12.45 8.79 4.76 34.43 1.83 8.79
NZH 35.06 11.69 3.9 14.29 27.27 6.49 1.30
LT 37.72 6.23 12.8 3.1 23.18 2.08 14.88
TOI 32.25 44.47 5.59 1.82 1.69 1.85 12.22
Total 32.88 28.62 7.60 3.34 13.85 2.20 11.51

Frequency of sources for each newspaper
* Reflects the proportion of usage of each source in percentage, rounded off to two decimal places.

Beginning stage Making sense stage Context stage
27 Nov 28 Nov 29 Nov 30 Nov 1 Dec 2 Dec
Citizens 45.45* 45.27 38.96 32.58 19.72 38.96
Govt 11.36 30.35 27.92 39.02 42.96 44.16
Experts 4.55 11.94 7.92 12.12 6.34
Media 5.68 1.49 417 4.55 4.93
Foreign 19.32 8.46 19.58 6.82 24.65 16.88
Militants 4.55 2.49 1.46 4.92 1.41 0
NGOs 9.09 12.94 13.13 6.82 23.35 14.29

Overall proportion of source usage in three stages of the crisis

Note: Source usage is shown from 27 November 2008 onwards as there were no print reports on 26 November 2008 when
the Mumbai attacks occurred.

* Reflects the proportion of source usage in percentage, rounded off to two decimal places.

sources were used more frequently as the crisis progressed. In the first day of
the crisis, for example, citizens represented over 45 percent of sources while
the government accounted for only 11 percent. By day five, citizen sources
had declined to 20 percent of total sources, while government sources had
risen to 43 percent. The percentages of different source types over the differ-
ent stages of this crisis are outlined in Table 2.

It is perhaps not surprising that citizens constituted a fairly high pro-
portion of news sources during the Mumbai attacks, especially in its early
phase. According to Lawrence (1996) and Bennett et al. (2006), the greatest
media discretion in choice of sources and frames may be at the beginning
of an event when the government may not have full control of the situation.
The findings from this study demonstrate that a small window of opportunity
clearly presented itself in this incident as government sources were obviously
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NYT LT NZH TOI
Victim/family 62.03* 78.90 88.89 44.76
Witness 17.72 12.84 1.1 5.65
Voxpop 13.92 8.30 0 42.34
Citizen-journalist 6.33 0 0 7.26

Type of citizen sources for each newspaper.
* Reflects the proportion of usage of each source in percentage, rounded off to two decimal places.

Pte/E Pte/A Public/E Public/A
Citizens 85.50* 85 12.78 12.61
Govt 6.95 8.33 39.46 34.85
Experts 0 0 0.67 18.21
Media 0.91 0 5.16 3.68
Foreign 1.81 1.67 20.63 16.81
Militants 0.60 0 3.14 2.63
NGOs 4.23 5 18.16 11.21

Overall contribution of sources for four types of accounts.
* Reflects the proportion of usage of each source in percentage, rounded off to two decimal places.

not expecting this incident and were therefore caught off-guard at the start.
With this vacuum, citizens who had access to the event helped fill the gap and
provided vital information otherwise unavailable.

The high proportion of citizen sources used, of course, did not mean
that citizens determined the framing of the event. The next analysis reviews
the degree to which citizens were used in their conventional roles as victims
and witnesses versus for their opinions and analysis. As Table 3 demon-
strates, citizens were used mostly as victims and witnesses. The majority of
citizens featured by the New York Times (80 percent), New Zealand Herald
(100 percent) and London 7imes (92 percent) were either victims or witnesses
and were strongly associated with private/experiential (86 percent) or private/
analytical accounts (85 percent) (see Table 4) and disaster (45 percent) or
human-interest frames (62 percent) (see Table 5).

Despite the claims surrounding the role of citizen journalism during the
Mumbai attacks, this study found limited evidence of impact on mainstream
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Disaster | Political | Economy accrtl:\rll:tr::l Safety i:::r]:snt joﬁni':::‘leirs‘m
Citizens 45.22* 12.35 0 1.67 4.40 62.35 93.75
Govt 24.02 35.59 10 61.67 51.65 29.41 0
Experts 2.67 16.47 42.50 3.33 6.60 1.18 6.25
Media 4.78 4.12 0 3.33 0 0 0
Foreign 12.36 19.71 10 28.33 8.79 0 0
Militants 2.25 2.94 0 1.67 1.10 0 0
NGOs 8.71 8.82 37.50 0 27.47 7.06 0

Type of sources used with each coverage frame.

*Reflects proportion of source association with each coverage frame, rounded off to two decimal places.

media news reports. In the four newspapers covered, there were no citizen-
journalist sources cited in the London Times or the New Zealand Herald,
and only 6 percent of the New York Times and 7 percent in the Times of India
citizen sources were citizen journalists. One factor that likely contributed to
this was the challenge of verifying of the high volumes of information from
these sources, which no doubt add to the workload of journalists who choose
to use them (Paulussen & Ugille, 2008). As such, unlike the traditional victim-
witness citizens who were used frequently at the beginning of a crisis, citizen-
journalists were used only at the latter stages of the crisis, from 29 November
2008 onwards. This finding indicates that mainstream media journalists may
have needed additional time to validate the credibility of citizen-journalist
sources and the value of their information. While the use of citizen sources was
generally cautious, the findings did show some use of citizen sources beyond
their conventional roles, especially in the Times of India. The Times of India
used citizen sources widely throughout at all stages of the crisis.

Citizens were the second most frequently used source after the govern-
ment in relation to public comments with analysis (18 percent), and critical
political comments, in particular (29 percent). Even the small proportion of
citizen-journalist sources used by the Times of India reflected mainly pub-
lic/analytical viewpoints. It is interesting to note that while the other three
newspapers (New York Times, London Times and New Zealand Herald) relied
heavily on victims and witnesses for most of their citizen accounts, more than
half of the citizens quoted in the Times of India did not experience the event
firsthand, as they were voxpops and citizen-journalist sources.
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The use of citizen sources by the Times of India contrasted sharply with
the three other newspapers. Citizen sources were limited to the first two days
of the Mumbai attacks for the London 7imes and New York Times. Only a
small proportion of citizens contributed to public/analytical (7 percent for
the London Times and 4 percent for the New York Times) accounts and the
political frame (6 percent for the London 7imes and none for the New York
Times). Of the four newspapers, the New Zealand Herald saw the least use
of citizen sources beyond their conventional roles. Despite a high proportion
of citizen sources used for the New Zealand Herald, no citizen sources were
used for public comments (both analytical and experiential) and citizens were
only relied upon more on the last day of the attacks on 29 November 2008.
Table 6 summarises the similarities and differences in citizen source usage
across the four newspapers.

So why were citizen sources in the Times of India able to sustain their
voices and offer more critical viewpoints? As Lawrence’s event-driven expla-
nation suggests, for underutilized sources like citizens to sustain their voices in
event-driven news, certain conditions must be present. The characteristic of the
event itself must offer dramatic narrative possibilities and suggest challenging
framings of public problems. Journalists must have marginalised discourse
available to them through sources that are actively advancing challenging
frames and some of the political elite should preferably hold similar views.
The Mumbai attacks had all of these conditions. The scale and sophistication
of the attacks triggered the need for answers to fundamental questions. While
India had a long history of violence, the Mumbai attacks stood out as the
most audacious terrorist attacks since September 11. A further analysis of the
Times of India reports showed a notable number of citizens offering critical
viewpoints on India’s security problem. At the same time, politicians from
opposition parties were also featured criticising the Indian government for its
lax security. According to Bennett (1990) and Hallin (1986), dissensus among
the political elite provides the media with an opportunity to provide views
critical of the government in the news, reflecting the legitimate political debate
taking place in the country. Journalists were more than willing to reflect this
wider range of viewpoints in this case, including such views from citizens.

In contrast, an analysis of news reports by the New York Times, London
Times and New Zealand Herald found very little conflict between politicians
on this issue in their respective countries. In fact, government officials were
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united in denouncing the attacks. This was largely due to the fact that, in
contrast to India, this was a foreign policy issue in these other countries—an
area that opposition politicians often do not address unless there are important
domestic implications. Without political dissent, the media had less incentive
to reflect critical discourse and expand the range of voices. This could explain
why citizen voices in the New York Times, London Times and New Zealand
Herald were both more limited and used primarily as victims and witnesses.

While the findings show that event-driven news enabled greater inclusion
of citizen sources, there was also continued heavy reliance on government or
foreign sources (foreign government, military and police spokespersons) in all
four newspapers. The Times of India relied most heavily on government sources
throughout all stages of the Mumbai attacks and used government sources for
public comments with analysis and important frames like the political, crimi-
nal and safety frames. The other newspapers relied more on foreign sources
than their local government sources (see Table 1). Foreign sources were used
most frequently in the New York Times and second most often in the London
Times and New Zealand Herald. All three newspapers used foreign sources
for public comments (experiential and analytical) and political frames. This
result, of course, is not surprising given the location of the event.

Analysis of news articles in the Times of India demonstrated that the
Indian government became proactive in its attempt to manage the news once
the crisis broke. All quotes from Indian officials in the news articles appeared
to be from organized press briefings, press statements or updates at the scene
of the attacks. Due to the relationship between political power and media ac-
cess, the political elite will generally still continue to enjoy greater access to
the media and dominance of the news agenda. Journalists working with con-
strains such as deadlines and budgets are also likely to rely more on officials
as authoritative sources because of their perceived hierarchy of credibility
within the structures of power in society (Manning, 2001).

Conclusion

This study set out to examine the degree to which the citizen’s role has
changed in conflict reporting. The findings show that while the media contin-
ues to be cautious, using citizens more for their conventional roles as victims
or witnesses, there are clear signs of change with some use of both citizen
journalism and citizen analytical and political viewpoints present. For the
media to use citizens beyond their conventional roles, certain factors must
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be present as suggested by the event-driven hypothesis (Lawrence, 1996).
First, the news event has to be spontaneous and dramatic at its initial occur-
rence. This encourages the media to initially go directly to citizen and other
sources to make sense of the situation before the government has the ability
to respond and attempt to take control of the flow of information and agenda.
Second, the event itself must offer dramatic enough narrative possibilities
for citizens to raise compelling and challenging ideas and issues. Third, there
must be some political elite support for the challenging framing of the event
or issues arising from it for citizens and their ideas to sustain themselves
beyond the first stage of the crisis.

The findings from this study contribute to the literature on the relationship
of mainstream media news reporting and the government in context of the rise
of events-driven news and citizen journalism. As stated by Bennett and his
colleagues (2006), what is important for theory building is to understand more
precisely the limits of this interdependent relationship and the room provided
by events (and other situational factors) for more independent media framing.
Event-driven news clearly opens up a small window of opportunity for the
media to include a greater diversity of voices in the news.

When it comes to using citizens as sources, credibility is critical and
verifying citizen sources remains a constant challenge for the mainstream
media. Contrary to the belief that citizen-journalists played an important role
in the reporting of the Mumbai attacks, this study found their contribution to
be limited compared to other sources. Furthermore, findings showed that the
limited role of citizen journalism was not at the beginning of the breaking
news story, but rather after several days into the story, presumably allowing
time for citizen-journalist sources to be validated. Further research in this
area could include additional case studies of conflicts across various media
and contexts to test the validity of the findings from this study and establish
possible patterns and trends over time.
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